
US libraries challenge cyber-pom law
A  coalition  of public libraries, library patrons and w e b ­

site operators have filed a free-speech cha llenge to a 
new  U n ited  States law  designed to prevent ch ild ren  

from being exposed to internet pornography in public  lib rar­
ies and schools.

Com plain ing of 'B ig  Brother' governm ent and free-speech 
censorsh ip, three dozen p laintiffs led by the A m erican  L i­
brary A ssoc ia tion  (A LA ) and the A m erican  C iv il L iberties 
U n io n  (A C L U ) sued the Federal C om m un ica tions C om m is­
sion and the Institute of M useum  and L ib ra ry  Se rv ices  to 
overturn the Children 's Internet Protection A ct (C IPA ).

C IPA , signed into law  by former President B ill C linton last 
D ecem ber and due to take effect on 20 April, represents the 
third attempt by Congress to control pornography on the in ­
ternet. It requires p ub lic  libraries and schools to equ ip  co m ­
puters w ith  filtering  so ftw are  designed  to b lo ck  access to 
pornograph ic websites. Pu b lic  lib raries that fail to com p ly  
w ith  C IP A  risk losing discounts on internet access as w e ll as 
federal grants. Libraries ann u a lly  rece ive  about $65 m illion  
in such discounts and $150 m illion  in grants.

The plaintiffs inc lude seven state and regional lib rary as­
sociations and four library systems. The U S  N ational Schoo l 
Boards Association , w h ich  represents 15 000 pub lic  school 
districts, said it also opposed the law  and w as con tem p lat­
ing legal action  of its ow n.

C IP A  opponents w an t a three-judge panel to issue an in­
junction that w ould  perm anently prevent C IPA  from taking ef­
fect on grounds that it violates the right to free speech guaran­
teed by the First Am endm ent to the United States Constitution.

'C IP A  is, in short, u nw orkab le  and fun d am enta lly  m is­
gu ided ,' said John Berry, president-elect of A LA , w h ich  rep ­
resents m ore than 3000 p ub lic  libraries. 'Th is A ct im poses 
unprecedented  and sw eep ing  federal speech restrictions on 
p ub lic  libraries across the nation .'

Earlier attempts by Congress to control internet pornog­
raphy have failed. The 1996 Com m unications D ecency A ct 
w as throw n out by the U S  Suprem e Court as an infringem ent 
of free speech, and the 1998 C h ild  O n line  Protection A ct 
rem ains sidelined  by a court in junction .

Independent experts on constitutional law  said C IP A  ap ­
peared vu lne rab le  to free-speech challenges.

'The governm ent has significant pow er to dec ide w hat to 
fund and w hat not. Bu t at the same tim e, once it begins the 
fund ing  process, it canno t w ith h o ld  funds in a w a y  w h ich  
appears designed  to p reven t p u b lic  d iscussion  of certa in  
m atters,' said First A m endm ent attorney F loyd  Abram s.

O pponents say C IP A  w ou ld  hurt poor people w h o  rely on 
pub lic  libraries and schools for internet access because they 
canno t afford their o w n  com puters. u
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